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(57) ABSTRACT

The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of the present invention is
provided with a 3-dimensional image construction unit con-
figured to construct a 3-dimensional image using plural ultra-
sonic tomographic images obtained when the ultrasonic
probe is moved in a direction intersecting the direction of the
ultrasonic tomographic images; and an ultrasonic probe mov-
ing direction setting unit configured to set the moving direc-
tion of the ultrasonic probe, using an ultrasonic tomographic
image displayed on the screen of the display unit as a refer-
ence, in either a first direction which intersects with the direc-
tion of the tomographic image or a second direction of oppo-
site orientation to the first direction; wherein the control unit
controls the arrangement order of the plural ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images in the 3-dimensional image constructed in the
3-dimensional image construction unit according to the mov-
ing direction of the ultrasonic probe set by the moving direc-
tion setting unit of the ultrasonic probe.
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1
ULTRASONIC IMAGING APPARATUS AND
THREE-DIMENSIONAL IMAGE DISPLAY
METHOD USING ULTRASONIC IMAGE

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to an ultrasonic imaging
apparatus for imaging an examination target using an ultra-
sonic probe, in particular to the ultrasonic imaging apparatus
and the 3-dimensional image display method using an ultra-
sonic image which excels in operability and enables an opera-
tor to accurately display a desired image.

DESCRIPTION OF RELATED ART

An ultrasonic imaging apparatus is for imaging the inside
of an object to be examined using an ultrasonic probe pro-
vided with transducers that transmits and receive ultrasonic
waves, and is in heavy usage for making diagnosis as a non-
invasive examination apparatus. An ultrasonic probe is gen-
erally provided with plural transducers arrayed therein in one
direction, which are sequentially activated in the condition
being applied to the surface of an examination object. The
ultrasonic imaging apparatus, by sequentially activating plu-
ral ultrasonic transducers, transmits ultrasonic beams to the
inside of the object, and measures the reflected echo signals
from the inside of the object. The ultrasonic imaging appara-
tus obtains the information of the cross-sections (tomo-
graphic images) that includes element sequence and inter-
sects orthogonally with the surface of the examination object
by measuring the reflected echo signals from the inside of the
object.

The information of the tomographic image obtained by the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus is positionally comparative,
since the information is acquired by an ultrasonic probe
which is manually moved by an operator. Thus it is necessary
to provide means to record the positional information of the
ultrasonic probe and notify the operator of the recorded infor-
mation.

In conventional ultrasonic imaging apparatuses, a direction
marker such as a projection or a groove is provided on the
ultrasonic probe, so that the operator can recognize whether
the tomographic image displayed on a monitor is from the
adverse side or the back side of the ultrasonic probe, or from
which element sequence of the ultrasonic probe the tomo-
graphic image is obtained. Also, an orientation mark corre-
sponding to the direction marker is overlapped and displayed
on an image in a display screen.

In the case that the direction marker is provided on the
adverse side of the ultrasonic probe, imaging is performed
while the operator holds the ultrasonic probe so that the
direction marker of the probe is positioned on the right side as
viewed by the operator and the line of sight is set so that the
tomographic image viewed from the operator’s side is dis-
played, the orientation mark is displayed on the right side of
the tomographic image (on the right side which is the same as
the direction marker).

On the other hand, in the case that the surface of the
ultrasonic probe where the direction marker is not provided is
set as the back surface, imaging is performed while the opera-
tor holds the ultrasonic probe so that the direction marker of
the probe is positioned on the right side as viewed by the
operator and the line-of-sight direction is set so that the tomo-
graphic image viewed from the operator’s side is displayed,
the orientation mark is displayed on the left side of the tomo-
graphic image (on the left side being opposite from the direc-
tion marker).
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In other words, switching from the adverse side to the back
side or from the back side to the adverse side means that the
line-of-sight direction is switched.

The operator can recognize the orientation of the line-of-
sight direction, i.e. from which direction the tomographic
image is viewed, by seeing whether or not the arrangement of
the direction marker of the ultrasonic probe and the arrange-
ment of the orientation mark on the screen are the same, and
also can switch the line-of-sight direction.

Also, a body mark for showing the examination part or the
posture of an object is generally displayed on the screen, and
a probe mark showing the position and direction of the ultra-
sonic probe is displayed on the body mark.

Further, an ultrasonic imaging apparatus has been pro-
posed which detects the position of the ultrasonic probe in a
real space using a position sensor and automatically display
the body mark in accordance with the posture of the object
along with the position and direction of the probe mark
(Patent Document 1).

In the mean time, an ultrasonic image apparatus provided
with a function to obtain 3-dimensional images has been put
to practical use (for example, Patent Document 2).

There are two major methods for obtaining 3-dimensional
images such as the method disclosed in Patent Document 2.
One method of obtaining 3-dimensional images is to oscillate
transducers by setting the element sequence of the ultrasonic
probe (transmitting source of ultrasonic waves) as the central
axis. The other method for obtaining 3-dimensional images is
to move the ultrasonic probe in parallel in the direction
orthogonal to the element sequence using an actuator or
manually.

In another method for obtaining 3-dimensional images, an
operator collects image data by setting a region of interest on
a2-dimensional image (tomographic image), determining the
size and direction of the tomographic plane (X-Y plane) and
determining the size of Z-direction by setting the collecting
distance, collecting time and collecting pitch, etc. of the Z-di-
rection.

The Z-direction, i.e. the direction for moving a ultrasonic
probe has two orientations of positive and negative (+Z direc-
tion and -Z direction) with respect to the X-Y plane in the
scan plane of the ultrasonic probe. The orientation of the scan
plane of the ultrasonic probe is either fixed in one direction or
set to select one of two orientations that are determined based
on the position of the direction marker in the ultrasonic probe.

For example, when the operator holds the ultrasonic probe
such that the direction marker thereof is positioned on the
right side, the direction for moving the probe from the front to
the back is determined as +Z direction and the direction for
moving the probe from the back to the front is determined as
-7 direction. After such setting is performed, the operator
executes imaging by moving the ultrasonic probe in the set
direction.

Tomographic images are obtained in the respective posi-
tions in the moving direction of the ultrasonic probe. The
ultrasonic imaging apparatus stores these tomographic
images in a memory of 2-dimensional image frames in accor-
dance with the moving direction, and constructs a 3-dimen-
sional image (stereoscopic image). The constructed 3-dimen-
sional image is displayed on a display screen along with the
tomographic images.
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PRIOR ART DOCUMENTS

Patent Documents

Patent Document 1: JP-A-2004-57379
Patent Document 2: JP-A-2000-333952

SUMMARY OF INVENTION
Technical Problem

In the case of obtaining data for 3-dimensional images by
moving an ultrasonic probe as mentioned above, an operator
needs to: (1) confirm the direction mark of the ultrasonic
probe, i.e. set the line-of-sight direction, and (2) set (define)
the moving direction.

However, during making diagnosis, there are cases that an
operator changes the direction to apply a probe or the way to
hold the probe in accordance with the change of the object’s
posture or movement of a region of interest, which could
reverse the definition of the line-of-sight direction and the
moving direction.

Also, when the operator performs the examination by
inserting an ultrasonic probe into the body of an object, it is
often difficult to set the line-of-sight direction. There is a
possibility that the line-of-sight direction which is intended
by the operator and the orientation in the display of the con-
structed 3-dimensional image are reversed.

For example, when the positional relationship is defined as
shown in FIG. 10 and the moving direction of the ultrasonic
probe is set in the condition that the operator holds the ultra-
sonic probe in the way that the direction marker is on the left
side and the line-of-sight direction is opposite from the case
otholding the probe on the right side (set in +Z directionor -Z
direction), the ultrasonic imaging apparatus collects the
tomographic images for a3-dimensional image in accordance
with the set moving direction, thus the constructed 3-dimen-
sional image will be displayed as a mirrored image for the
operator. If the operator misidentifies the displayed mirrored
image as an actual image, it could lead to making wrong
diagnosis.

The objective of the present invention is to provide the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus capable of preventing operators
from misidentifying directions in displayed images.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In order to achieve the above-described objective, the ultra-
sonic imaging apparatus of the present invention is provided
with a function to set the moving direction of an ultrasonic
probe based on the image which is displayed on a screen and
a function to construct and display a 3-dimensional image
corresponding to the set direction.

More specifically, the ultrasonic imaging apparatus of the
present invention comprises:

an ultrasonic probe;

atransmission/reception circuit configured to transmit and
receive ultrasonic signals to/from an object to be examined
via the ultrasonic probe;

an image construction unit configured to construct an ultra-
sonic tomographic image of an examination object using the
received ultrasonic signals;

a display unit configured to display the ultrasonic image;
and

a control unit configured to control the image construction

unit and the display unit,

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

further comprising:

a 3-dimensional image construction unit configured to con-
struct a 3-dimensional image using plural ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images that are obtained by moving the ultrasonic
probe in the direction intersecting with the ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images: and

an ultrasonic probe moving direction setting unit config-
ured to set a first direction, on the basis of the ultrasonic
tomgoraphic image displayed on the screen of the display
unit, which intersects with the displayed image and a second
direction which is opposite to the first direction,

wherein the control unit controls the arrangement order of
plural ultrasonic tomographic images in the 3-dimensional
image which is constructed in the 3-dimensional construction
unit in accordance with the moving direction of the ultrasonic
probe set by the ultrasonic probe moving direction setting
unit.

Also, the 3-dimensional image display method using the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus of the present invention
includes steps of:

transmitting/receiving ultrasonic signals to/from an object
to be examined via an ultrasonic probe;

constructing an ultrasonic tomographic image of the object
using the received ultrasonic signals; and

displaying the ultrasonic image,

further including steps of:

constructing a 3-dimensional image using plural ultrasonic
tomographic images obtained when the ultrasonic probe is
moved in the direction which intersects with the ultrasonic
tomographic images;

setting a moving direction of the ultrasonic probe from
among a first direction, on the basis of the ultrasonic tomo-
graphic image displayed on a screen, which intersects with
the displayed tomographic image and a second direction
which is opposite to the first direction; and

controlling the arrangement order of plural ultrasonic
tomographic images in the constructed 3-dimensional image
in accordance with the set ultrasonic probe moving direction.

Effect of the Invention

In accordance with the present invention, it is possible to
provide the ultrasonic imaging apparatus capable of prevent-
ing an operator from misidentifying directions on display
images.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 11s ablock diagram showing the general outline of the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus in a first embodiment.

FIG. 2 is a perspective illustration showing the outer
appearance of an ultrasonic probe.

FIG. 3 is a flowchart showing the operation of the ultra-
sonic imaging apparatus in the first embodiment.

FIG. 4 is the view for explaining the relationship between
the orientation of an ultrasonic probe and the line-of-sight
direction, in which (a) shows the case that a direction marker
of an ultrasonic probe is on the right side as viewed by an
operator and (b) shows the case that a direction marker of an
ultrasonic probe is on the left side as viewed by an operator.

FIG. 5 is a view for explaining image construction in a
3-dimensional image construction unit and the orientation of
image display.

FIG. 6 is a view for explaining a screen display example of
the ultrasonic imaging apparatus in a second embodiment.

FIG. 71is ablock diagram showing the general outline of the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus in a third embodiment.
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FIG. 8 is a view for explaining a screen display example of
the ultrasonic imaging apparatus in the third embodiment.

FIG. 9 shows another example of image display in the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus in the third embodiment.

FIG. 10 is a view for explaining the method of defining the
moving direction of an ultrasonic probe in an ultrasonic imag-
ing apparatus.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

The embodiments of the ultrasonic imaging apparatus in
the present invention will be described below referring to the
diagrams.

Embodiment 1

FIG. 1 shows the general outline of the ultrasonic imaging
apparatus in the present embodiment. The ultrasonic imaging
apparatus comprises an ultrasonic probe 1 configured to
transmit ultrasonic beams to an examination object (not
shown in the diagram) and receive the reflected echo signals
from the examination object, an ultrasonic transmission/re-
ception circuit 2 configured to transmit ultrasonic signals to
the ultrasonic probe 1 and receive the reflected echo signals
from the ultrasonic probe 1, an ultrasonic signal conversion
unit 3 configured to reconstruct the reflected echo signals into
an ultrasonic image, an image display unit 4 configured to
display the ultrasonic image which is reconstructed in the
ultrasonic signal conversion unit 3, and a control unit config-
ured to control the respective units including the ultrasonic
transmission/reception circuit 2 and the ultrasonic signal con-
version unit 3. The control unit 5 comprises an operation
panel provided with a device such as a key or a trackball for
receiving the input from an operator as an input unit 6 and a
display unit for displaying GUI, etc. which are necessary for
inputting information. The display unit of the input unit 6 can
also function as an image display unit 4.

Further, the ultrasonic imaging apparatus of the present
invention comprises a graphic display unit 7 (image storage
unit) configured to store an orientation image to be displayed
along with an ultrasonic image, a display system control unit
configured to control, at the time of displaying the orientation
images of the graphic display unit 7 on the image display unit
4, the position or orientation of the orientation image on a
screen, a 3-dimensional image construction unit 9 configured
to construct a 3-dimensional image using the ultrasonic
image (tomographic image) which is created in the ultrasonic
signal conversion unit 3 and an image memory 10 configured
to accumulate tomographic images for constructing a 3-di-
mensional image. The tomographic images reconstructed in
theultrasonic signal conversion unit 3, a 3-dimensional image
constructed in the 3-dimensional image construction unit 9
and orientation images of the graphic display unit 7 are syn-
thesized by a synthesizing unit 11 and displayed on the image
display unit 4. While the ultrasonic signal conversion unit 3
has the function of an image construction unit and the 3-di-
mensional image construction unit 9 is provided as a separate
component in FIG. 1, the 3-dimensional image construction
unit 9 can also be set as a function of an image construction
unit.

There are various types of the ultrasonic probe 1 depending
on areas or shapes of an examination target or the purpose of
examinations. Though the kinds are not limited, the ultrasonic
probe 1 is generally provided with plural transducers arrayed
linearly or in arc-shape, and the transducers are set to be
activated from one end to the other end at certain time inter-
vals. As shown in FIG. 2, the ultrasonic probe 1 is provided
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6

with a projection or a groove as a marker 15 for identifying the
adverse side and the back side of the surface (scan surface)
which is determined by the scan direction (denoted by an
arrow in the diagram) of an ultrasonic beam. A direction mark
corresponding to the marker 15 is displayed on the tomo-
graphic image which is displayed on the image display unit
14, and the operator can identify, by this direction mark, from
which side of the scan surface the displayed tomographic
image is viewed. The direction for viewing the tomographic
image is referred to as a line-of-sight direction.

There are types of the ultrasonic probe 1 that are provided
with plural rows of element sequences, and the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus of the present invention can adopt such
type of an ultrasonic probe with plural sequences.

The configuration of the ultrasonic transmission/reception
circuit 2 and the ultrasonic signal conversion unit 3 is the
same as conventional ultrasonic imaging apparatuses, which
comprises devices such as a pulse generation circuit config-
ured to send out ultrasonic signals, a video amplifier config-
ured to amplify the echo signals, and a DSC (Digital Scan
Converter) configured to store A-mode signals as a digital
amount and convert them into TV signals. Also, a device such
as a Doppler circuit comprising a frequency analyzing unit
may also be provided.

The control unit 5 controls the operation of the above-
described ultrasonic transmission/reception circuit 2 and the
ultrasonic signal conversion unit 3, and also controls the
operation of the image memory 10 for storing tomoographic
images or the 3-dimensional image construction unit 9 in
accordance with the condition at the time of 3-dimensional
imaging which is input via the input unit 6, more specifically
the setting of the moving direction of the ultrasonic probe 1.
The input unit 6 has the function of the ultrasonic probe
moving direction setting unit. The control operation by the
control unit 5 will be described later in detail along with the
operation of the ultrasonic imaging apparatus.

The input unit 6 can adopt various input devices such as a
touch panel, a remote controller and a foot switch, besides a
key or a trackball provided on the operation panel.

The graphic display unit 7 stores the orientation image to
be an index for the operator along with a tomographic image
to be displayed on the image display unit 4, in concrete terms
an orientation mark corresponding to the direction marker of
the ultrasonic probe, a body mark which schematically
denotes the part of a body including an examination area, or
a probe mark which indicates the ultrasonic probe, and the
like. As for the orientation images, various marks are pre-
pared and stored, corresponding to various body parts or the
types of probes. The operator selects the kind of a body mark
or probe mark to be displayed via the input unit 6.

The display system control unit 8 controls display of the
orientation image to be displayed on the image display unit 4.
In concrete terms, a probe mark is placed at the position
corresponding to the position on which the ultrasonic probe is
applied (scan surface) on the object, with respect to the
selected body mark. The placement of the probe mark is to be
set by the operator via the input unit 6. While the display
system control unit 8 is shown as a separate component from
the control unit 5 in the diagram, the control unit 5 can also
have the function of the display system control unit 8.

Next, the operation of the above-described ultrasonic
imaging apparatus will be described. Imaging operation of
tomographic images is the same as that of the conventional
ultrasonic imaging apparatuses, thus the procedure of 3-di-
mensional imaging will be mainly described below. FIG. 3 is
a flowchart showing the operation for 3-dimensional imag-
ing.
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In 3-dimensional imaging, plural tomographic images are
obtained by consecutively imaging while applying the ultra-
sonic probe 1 to a desired region in an examination target, for
example to the surface of a target region and moving the probe
in the direction almost orthogonal to the beam scan surface.
For this operation, the control unit 5 first obtains a tomo-
graphic image in the condition that the ultrasonic probe 1 is
applied to the starting position of movement, and displays the
image on the image display unit 4 (step 301). The operator
confirms whether or not the line-of-sight direction in the
tomographic image displayed on the screen of the image
display unit 4 is a desired direction, then sets a region of
interest (ROI) on the tomographic image and, on the basis of
the displayed tomographic image, determines whether to
observe the front side of the tomographic image or the back
side of the tomographic image, i.e. the moving direction of
the ultrasonic probe 1.

The line-of-sight direction here means the direction for
viewing the scan plane which is a 2-dimensional cross-sec-
tion either from the adverse side or from the back side, and the
operator can arbitrarily switch the direction. For example, as
shown in FIG. 4(a), a tomographic image 401 in which the
beam scan plane is viewed from the operator’s side when it is
imaged while the operator held the ultrasonic probe 1 so that
a direction marker 15 thereof'is on the right side as viewed by
the operator, in the case that a line-of-sight direction 402 is
switched, can be switched to the tomographic image in which
the beam scan plane is viewed from the opposite side. In this
case, the line-of-sight direction is the opposite from the sub-
jective line-of-sight direction of the operator. On the other
hand, as shown in FIG. 4(b), even when the operator changes
the way to hold the ultrasonic probe 1 so that the marker 15 of
the probe is on the left side as viewed by the operator and
performs imaging, by switching the line-of-sight direction, a
tomographic image 403 in which the beam scan surface is
viewed from the operator’s side can be displayed. Here, a
mark 405 corresponding to the direction marker 15 is dis-
played on the right side of the tomographic image 401 in the
case that the tomographic image 401 is displayed (FIG. 4(a)),
and the mark 405 corresponding to the direction marker 15 is
displayed on the left side of the tomgoraphic image 403 in the
case that the tomographic image 403 is displayed (FIG. 4(5)).
The operator can confirm the line-of-sight direction by
merely confirming whether the mark 405 which is displayed
on the screen along with the direction marker 15 of the ultra-
sonic probe 1 is on the same right side or the left side.

In this manner, after confirming the line-of-sight direction,
the operator inputs the moving direction of the ultrasonic
probe 1 to the input unit 6.

In concrete terms, the operator sets the moving direction of
the ultrasonic probe 1 by setting, while setting the position of
the plane (x-y plane) in the tomographic image displayed on
the screen as 7z=0, whether the probe is to be moved from the
front toward the back side (in the same direction as the line-
of-sight direction) or toward the front side (in the reverse
direction to the line-of-sight direction) in the input unit 6 (step
302). Here, the direction which is the same as the line-of-sight
direction is defined as +z direction, and the direction opposite
from the line-of-sight direction is defined as -z direction.

Next, the control unit 4 executes imaging while the opera-
tor moves the ultrasonic probe 1 (step 303). The ultrasonic
probe 1 performs beam scanning at a predetermined speed,
and the ultrasonic signal conversion unit 3 creates the tomo-
graphic image data of the beam scan plane using the echo
signals acquired in one time of beam scanning. Though vari-
ous methods are available for setting an imaging range, gen-
erally the moving range of a probe is set by setting the moving
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distance, collecting time, collecting pitch, etc. via the input
unit 6. Tomographic images are collected for the number of
collecting timexframe rate (the acquisition number of tomo-
graphic images per second). The data of the plural tomo-
graphic images collected while moving the ultrasonic probe
is sequentially stored in the memory 10 (step 304).

When the operator stops moving the ultrasonic probe 1 and
the control unit completes the imaging, the 3-dimensional
image construction unit 9 loads the stored plural tomographic
images from the image memory 10 and constructs a 3-dimen-
sional image (steps 305 and 306). Here, in step 302, when the
moving direction of the ultrasonic probe 1 is set in [+z direc-
tion], the order of the tomographic images to be read out from
the image memory 10 is made the same as the storage order of
the tomographic images stored in the image memory 10 (step
305). On the other hand, when the moving direction of the
ultrasonic probe 1 is set in [-z direction], the order of the
tomographic images to be read out from the image memory
10 is set opposite to the storage order of the tomographic
images stored in the image memory 10 (step 306).

FIG. 5 shows the above-described condition. The upper
part of FIG. 5 shows the case that a moving direction 501 of
the ultrasonic probe is set in [+z direction] which is the same
as a line-of-sight direction 502, and the lower part shows the
case that a moving direction 501' of the ultrasonic probe is set
in [-z direction] which is the opposite direction from a line-
of-sight direction 502.

On the far left of each part, the relationship between the
moving direction 501 of the ultrasonic probe 1 with respect to
an examination target 500 and a line-of-sight direction 502 is
illustrated.

As shown in FIG. 5, the fact that the order in which the
plural tomographic images are stored in image memories 503
and 503' is the acquisition order of the cross-sections is the
same in both cases that the moving direction of the ultrasonic
probe is in [+z direction] and in [~z direction]. On the other
hand, the order in which the 3-dimensional image construct-
ing unit 9 reads out the cross-sections from the image memory
503 and '503 is the opposite between the cases of [+z direc-
tion] and [-z direction]. This means that the cross-sections
are consistently arranged from the front of the line-of-sight
direction toward the back in 3-dimensional image spaces 504
and '504 that are constructed in the 3-dimensional image
constructing unit 9 regardless of the acquisition order of the
cross-sections.

Such constructed 3-dimensional images are displayed on
the image display unit 4 (step 307). The orientation of display
is exactly the way that 3-dimensional images 505 and 505' are
constructed in the 3-dimensional image constructing unit 9,
thus the image which is positioned at the very front as viewed
by the operator is displayed in the very front plane of the
3-dimensional images no matter which direction the ultra-
sonic probe 1 is moved.

The operator repeats the above-described steps 301-~307
as necessary. At that time, what is required of the operator is
to simply set the moving direction of the ultrasonic probe 1
based on the image displayed on the screen even when he/she
switched the way of holding the ultrasonic probe 1, which
enables display of the 3-dimensional images that are consis-
tently viewed from the line-of-sight direction.

As described above, the present embodiment is capable of
providing the ultrasonic imaging apparatus which can prevent
operators from misidentifying directions, etc. in displayed
images by comprising:
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an ultrasonic probe;

atransmission/reception circuit configured to transmit and
receive ultrasonic signals to/from an object to be examined
via the ultrasonic probe;

an image construction unit configured to construct an ultra-
sonic tomographic image of an examination target using the
received ultrasonic signals;

a display unit configured to display the ultrasonic image;
and

a control unit configured to control the image construction
unit and the display unit,

further comprising:

a3-dimensional image construction unit configured to con-
struct a 3-dimensional image using plural ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images obtained when the ultrasonic probe is moved
in the direction which intersects with the ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images; and

an ultrasonic probe moving direction setting unit config-
ured to set, on the basis of the ultrasonic tomgoraphic image
displayed on the screen of the display unit, a first direction
which intersects with the tomographic image or a second
direction which is opposite from the first direction,

wherein the control unit controls the arrangement order of
plural tomographic images in the 3-dimensional image which
is constructed in the 3-dimensional image construction unit in
accordance with the moving direction of the ultrasonic probe
set by the ultrasonic probe moving direction setting unit.

Also, the control unit displays the 3-dimensional image
constructed in the 3-dimensional image construction unit on
the display image and controls the direction of the displayed
3-dimensional image in accordance with the set moving
direction of the ultrasonic probe, thus the ultrasonic imaging
apparatus can be provided capable of preventing operators
from misidentifying directions in displayed images.

Also, by comprising an input unit as the ultrasonic probe
moving direction setting unit for inputting the moving direc-
tion of the ultrasonic probe, it is possible to provide the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus capable of preventing operators
from misidentifying directions in displayed images.

The control unit also constructs a 3-dimensional image by
sequentially storing the plural ultrasonic tomographic images
obtained along with movement of the ultrasonic probe in the
3-dimensional image space when the moving direction of the
ultrasonic probe is the same as the line-of-sight direction with
respect to the screen in the display unit, and constructs a
3-dimensional image by storing the plural ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images obtained along with movement of the ultra-
sonic probe in the 3-dimensional image space in the reverse
order from the time-series order when the moving direction is
the opposite from the line-of-sight direction with respect to
the screen of the display unit, thus it is possible to provide the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus capable of preventing operators
from misidentifying directions in displayed images.

Also, the 3-dimensional image display method using an
ultrasonic image in the present embodiment including steps
of:

transmitting/receiving ultrasonic signals to/from an object
to be examined via an ultrasonic probe;

constructing an ultrasonic tomographic image of the object
using the received ultrasonic signals; and

displaying the ultrasonic image,

further includes steps of:

constructing a 3-dimensional image using the plural ultra-
sonic tomographic images obtained when the ultrasonic
probe is moved in the direction orthogonal to the ultrasonic
tomographic images;
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setting the ultrasonic probe moving direction, based on the
ultrasonic tomographic image displayed on a screen, of either
a first direction which intersects with the displayed tomo-
graphic image or a second direction which is opposite to the
first direction; and

controlling the arrangement order of the plural ultrasonic
tomographic images in the 3-dimensional image which is
constructed in the 3-dimensional construction unit in accor-
dance with the set moving direction of the ultrasonic probe.

In accordance with the present embodiment, the moving
direction of an ultrasonic probe is not defined with respect to
the physical scan plane of the ultrasonic probe but with
respect to the tomgoraphic image displayed on a screen for
constructing a 3-dimensional image, thus the chance of set-
ting incorrect directions of the ultrasonic probe can be
reduced to a large extent regardless of orientation of the
ultrasonic probe, which can lead to prevention of problems in
displaying mirrored images or making wrong diagnosis based
thereon.

The characteristic effect of the present embodiment is that
an operator can perform 3-dimensional imaging while
observing only a screen, and the images in which the line-of-
sight direction and the display direction are matched can be
consistently displayed.

Also in the ultrasonic imaging apparatus comprising a
3-dimensional imaging function, the moving direction of an
ultrasonic probe can be set on the basis of a displayed image,
i.e. the line-of-sight direction with respect to the image and
the image which matches the line-of-sight direction can be
displayed, thus it is possible to prevent operators from prob-
lems such as specifying wrong moving directions by mistake
and display of mirrored images based on the wrong directions
can be avoided.

Also in accordance with the present embodiment, by dis-
playing orientation images indicating the moving directions,
moving operation of an ultrasonic probe by an operator can be
induced and the operator can identify the positional relation-
ship by confirming only the screen of an image display unit
without worrying about the way of holding the probe.

Embodiment 2

While the configuration of the ultrasonic imaging appara-
tus in the present embodiment is the same as the apparatus
shown in FIG. 1, the present embodiment is characterized in
that a moving direction mark showing the moving direction of
the ultrasonic probe 1 which is set via the input unit 6 is
displayed in addition to a body mark or a probe mark on the
graphic display unit 7 at the time of 3-dimensional imaging.
For that purpose, two kinds of moving direction marks cor-
responding to two moving directions (+z direction and -z
direction) are stored in the graphic display unit 7. FIG. 6
shows an example of the direction mark and the state that the
direction mark is displayed on a screen along with a tomo-
graphic image.

While the procedure of the present embodiment in 3-di-
mensional imaging is the same as the first embodiment, when
the moving direction is set in step 302 of FIG. 3, a direction
mark 605 or 605' indicating the moving direction 601 or 601'
is displayed on a screen 600 in which a tomographic image
601 is displayed as shown in FIG. 6. In the diagram, in the
case that the moving direction is [+z direction] which is the
same as a line-of-sight direction 602 (the upper part in the
diagram), a direction mark 605 is displayed in which a taper-
shaped arrow pointing toward the back side of the tomo-
graphic image is depicted. In the case that the moving direc-
tion is in [-Z direction] which is the opposite from the line-
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of-sight direction 602 (lower part), a direction mark 605' is
displayed in which a club-shaped arrow pointing toward the
front side of the tomgraphic image is depicted. The setting of
moving direction can be changed via the input unit 6, and the
direction mark to be displayed following the moving direc-
tion can also be updated.

The rest of the configuration is the same as the first embodi-
ment, thus the explanation thereof is omitted.

The present embodiment comprises an image storage unit
configured to store orientation images to be displayed on the
display unit, wherein the image storage unit is provided with
a moving direction mark image which indicates the moving
direction of'the ultrasonic probe as the orientation image, and
the control unit displays the moving direction mark image
along with the ultrasonic tomographic image displayed on the
screen of the display unit, whereby movement of the probe
with respect to the image displayed on a screen can be indi-
cated to an operator by a direction mark showing the posi-
tional relationship in the depth direction so that the operator
can recognize the line-of-sight direction more easily and intu-
itively.

Also, it is preferable in ultrasonic imaging apparatus for
making diagnosis, particularly for making real-time diagno-
sis, to execute a series of operations from extraction of a
region of interest on a 2-dimensional image (tomographic
image) to construction of 3-dimensional images and diagno-
sis of 3-dimensional images in the condition that an opera-
tor’s eyes are fixed on a screen for making eftective diagnosis,
and the present embodiment is capable of achieving such
demand by displaying orientation images which indicate the
moving direction of an ultrasonic probe.

Embodiment 3

FIG. 7 shows a general outline of the ultrasonic imaging
apparatus in the present embodiment. In FIG. 7, the compo-
nents denoted by the same reference numerals as the ultra-
sonic imaging apparatus shown in FIG. 1 have the same
function as the ultrasonic imaging apparatus in FIG. 1.

As shown in FIG. 7, the ultrasonic imaging apparatus in the
present embodiment is different in comprising a positional
information sensor 12 configured to detect the position of the
ultrasonic probe 11in a real space and that the control unit 5 has
the function to display the position and the moving direction
of'the ultrasonic probe 1 in the plane which is approximately
parallel to the surface of an examination object, i.e. the plane
which is orthogonal to the bean scan plane of the ultrasonic
probe 1 onthe display unit 12 using the positional information
from the positional information sensor 12. In the graphic
display unit 7, a moving direction mark for indicating the
moving direction is stored besides a body mark or a probe
mark.

The present embodiment will be described below focusing
mainly on the components that are different from the ultra-
sonic imaging apparatus shown in FIG. 1.

A commonly-known magnetic, optical or mechanical 3-di-
mensional position detector can be used for the positional
information sensor 12.

The control unit 5 comprises a coordinate conversion unit
51 configured to convert the positional information in a real
space which is transmitted from the positional information
sensor 12 into the positional information in an image space of
an orientation image stored in the graphic display unit 7. The
positional information in the coordinate conversion unit 51 is
given to the display system control unit 8. The display system
control unit 8 adjusts the position of a probe mark and the
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position or angle of the moving direction mark using the
positional information from the coordinate conversion unit
51.

The operation for 3-dimensional imaging using the ultra-
sonic imaging apparatus in the present embodiment will be
described. As in the first embodiment, a tomographic image
of'the cross-section at the starting position for 3-dimensional
imaging is imaged and displayed in the beginning of the
operation. At this time, an orientation image 805 including a
body mark is displayed on the screen of the image display unit
4 as shown in FI1G. 8. The body mark that suits an examination
region is selected to be displayed by an operator from among
the orientation images stored in the graphic display unit 7 and
displayed. In the example of the diagram, a body mark which
indicates an abdominal region of a human body is displayed.

In the meantime, the positional information sensor 12
detects the position of the ultrasonic probe 1 which is placed
on the examination region in a real space, and transmits the
detected position to the control unit. As for the positional
information, 3-dimensional coordinates of the ultrasonic
probe after the movement can be calculated, for example by
multiplying matrix parameters including the rotation and par-
allel-movement information while setting a predetermined
position in the real space as its origin. The coordinate conver-
sion unit 51 performs coordinate conversion between the
coordinates of the ultrasonic probe and the real-space coor-
dinates, as well as between the real-space coordinates and the
coordinates of a body mark in an image space, so as to
calculate the information on the position and orientation of
the ultrasonic probe 1 and send the calculated information to
the display system control unit 8. The display system control
unit 8 makes a mark (probe mark) 806 which indicates the
position of the ultrasonic probe to be depicted on the body
mark according to the positional information from the coor-
dinate conversion unit 51. The positional relationship
between an object and a body mark can be associated by
laying the object (patient) in a predetermined position on a
bed. The object can also be associated with the relevant posi-
tion of a body mark by measuring the position of a region with
physical characteristic by the positional information sensor
12.

Next, when the moving direction of the ultrasonic probe 1
is set by the input unit 6, a moving-direction mark 807 which
indicates the moving direction 801 of the probe on a body
mark. The upper part of FIG. 8 shows the case that the ultra-
sonic probe 1 is moved in the same direction as a line-of-sight
direction 802, and the lower part shows the case that the
ultrasonic probe 1 is moved in the reverse direction from the
line-of-sight direction 802. A moving direction mark 807
which indicates the difference between the above-mentioned
directions by an arrow is displayed on the screen. In this
manner, the operator can execute 3-dimensional imaging
while observing the screen to confirm the direction for mov-
ing the ultrasonic probe 1. Since the movement mark which is
displayed on a body mark refers to the moving direction from
above, it can be recognized more easily compared to a display
mark which indicates the depth direction.

The procedure after the start of 3-dimensional imaging is
the same as steps 303~307 that are described in FIG. 3 in the
first embodiment. That is, tomographic images are stored in
the image memory 10 in order of imaging, a 3-dimensional
image is constructed by differing the order of reading out the
images from the image memory 10 depending on whether the
moving direction of the ultrasonic probe is +z direction or -z
direction, and the 3-dimensional image is displayed so that
the image in front of the line-of-sight direction is placed in the
front side.
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The present embodiment comprises a position sensor con-
figured to detect the positional information of an ultrasonic
probe in a real space, wherein the control unit displays the
position, orientation and the set moving direction of the ultra-
sonic probe on the orientation image showing an examination
target on the basis of the positional information from the
position sensor, which enables display of moving direction of
the ultrasonic probe with respect to the object and provision
of'improved operability in addition to the effect in the first and
second embodiments.

The present embodiment can improve the operability of the
ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus in addition to the effect in the
first and second embodiments also by comprising the control
unit that displays on the orientation image a movement mark
which indicates the range and/or direction in which ultrasonic
probe moved on the basis of the positional information from
the position sensor.

The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus of the present embodi-
ment can also display the track or range of the ultrasonic
probe 1’s actual movement using the positional information
of the ultrasonic probe 1.

FIG. 9 shows an example of a display. In the example
shown in the diagram, a movement mark 908 which indicates
the direction of the ultrasonic probe’s actual movement is
displayed on a body mark 905, separately from a moving
direction mark 907 to be displayed along with a probe mark
906 at the time that the moving direction of the ultrasonic
probe is initially set. In this manner, the operator can confirm
whether the ultrasonic probe is moved in the different direc-
tion from which he/she intended, and determine whether to
perform imaging again. It is possible, when a large displace-
ment from the initial setting is recognized, to draw the atten-
tion of the operator by changing the color or blinking the
display of the movement mark for enhancement. In the case
that the set moving direction is opposite from the actual
moving direction, since the display will be reversed, a warn-
ing such as the above-described one and/or a string 909, etc.
may also be displayed. As for the display, various other meth-
ods may be adopted. The moving range of an ultrasonic probe
can be represented by the length of an arrow, or a mark which
indicates the range can be displayed at the time that the
movement is completed.

Also in general, orientation images of a body mark or probe
mark, etc. can be not only an index upon imaging but also an
effective reference for cross-sectional positions, etc. which
are difficult to identify only by tomographic images, by being
recorded along with the displayed tomographic image. As
described above, by displaying the information of the actual
movement of ultrasonic probe 1 as orientation images, it is
possible to easily recognize 3-dimensional imaging condition
such as the range or direction, etc. of moved areas.

INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY

In accordance with the present invention, operability for an
operator can be improved in 3-dimensional imaging by an
ultrasonic imaging apparatus, and a sequence of operation
from diagnosis to image display can be performed while
observing a screen. Also, display which can lead to misiden-
tification and wrong diagnosis such as reverse direction dis-
play can be prevented.

DESCRIPTION OF REFERENCE NUMERALS

1 ultrasonic probe
2 ultrasonic transmission/reception circuit
3 ultrasonic signal conversion unit
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4 image display unit
5 control unit
6 input unit
7 graphic display unit
8 display system control unit
9 3-dimensional image construction unit
10 image memory
11 synthesizing unit
12 positional information sensor
15 direction marker

The invention claimed is:

1. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus, comprising:

an ultrasonic probe including a plurality of transducers

arrayed in one direction;

an ultrasonic transmission/reception circuit configured to

transmit/receive ultrasonic signals to/from an object to

be examined via the ultrasonic probe;

an image constructor configured to construct an ultrasonic

two-dimensional tomographic image of the object using

the received ultrasonic signals;

a display configured to display the ultrasonic two-dimen-

sional tomographic image;

an inputter configured to receive an input from an operator;

an image memory configured to store the ultrasonic two-

dimensional tomographic image constructed by the
image constructor;

a controller configured to control the image constructor

and the display, the controller including:

a 3-dimensional image constructor configured to con-
struct a 3-dimensional image using a plurality of
ultrasonic two-dimensional tomographic images
obtained when the ultrasonic probe is moved in a
direction orthogonal to the ultrasonic tomographic
two-dimensional image;

wherein the inputter includes:

a switch configured to switch a line-of-sight direction of
the ultrasonic two-dimensional tomographic image
displayed on the display,

an ultrasonic probe moving direction setter configured to

set the ultrasonic probe moving direction of either a first
direction from a front toward a back side of the display
for the operator, or a second direction toward the front
side of the display for the operator, after the operator
confirms that the ultrasonic two-dimensional tomo-
graphic image, displayed on the display, is in a desired
direction for the operator;

wherein an order in which the plurality of ultrasonic two-

dimensional tomographic images stored in an image

memory is a construction order of the ultrasonic two-
dimensional tomographic image constructed by the
image constructor, and

wherein the 3-dimensional image constructer is further

configured to change a reading order of the plurality of
ultrasonic tomographic images from the image memory
in accordance with the moving direction of the ultra-
sonic probe which is set by the ultrasonic probe moving
direction setter in order that the 3-dimensional image
displayed by the display, is displayed in a direction con-
sistent with the direction of the ultrasonic two-dimen-
sional tomographic image displayed by the display.

2. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
controller is further configured to causes the 3-dimensional
image constructed in the 3-dimensional image constructor
displayed on the display, and controls the direction of the
3-dimensional image to be displayed in accordance with a set
moving direction of the ultrasonic probe.
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3. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
inputter is further configured to input the moving direction of
the ultrasonic probe as the ultrasonic probe moving direction
setter.

4. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
controller is further configured to:

constructs the 3-dimensional image by storing in a 3-di-

mensional image space the plurality of tomographic
images that are obtained along with the movement of the
ultrasonic probe in a time-series sequence when the
moving direction of the ultrasonic probe is the same as
the line-of-sight direction with respect to the screen of
the display, and

constructs the 3-dimensional image by storing in the 3-di-

mensional image space the plurality of tomographic
images that are obtained along with the movement of the
ultrasonic probe in an opposite order from the time-
series sequence when the moving direction of the ultra-
sonic probe is opposite from the line-of-sight direction
with respect to the screen of the display.

5. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
light-of-sight direction is a direction for viewing a scan plane
which is the ultrasonic 2-dimensional tomographic images
either from an adverse side or from a back side.

6. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
ultrasonic two-dimensional tomographic image displayed on
the display, is in a desired direction for the operator, the
desired direction comprising the beam scan surface viewed
from the operator’s side, is displayed on the display.

7. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
three dimensional image is displayed in a direction consistent
with the direction of the ultrasonic two-dimensional tomo-
graphic image displayed by the display, and the ultrasonic
two dimensional tomographic images are consistently
arranged from the front of the line-of-sight direction toward
the back in 3-dimensional image spaces that are constructed
in the 3-dimensional image constructor.

8. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 1, further
comprising:

an image storage configured to store orientation images to

be displayed on the display;

wherein the image storage includes a moving direction

mark image that indicates the moving direction of the
ultrasonic probe as an orientation image; and

wherein the controller is further configured to cause the

moving direction mark image displayed along with the
ultrasonic tomographic image which is displayed on the
screen of the display.

9. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 8, further
comprising a positional sensor configured to detect positional
information of the ultrasonic probe in a real space, wherein
the controller is further configured to cause the position and
orientation of the ultrasonic probe and the set ultrasonic probe
moving direction displayed on the orientation image showing
an examination target, based on the positional information
from the positional sensor.

10. The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of claim 9, wherein
the controller is further configured to cause a movement mark
indicating a range and/or the direction that the ultrasonic
probe moved displayed on the orientation image, based on the
positional information from the position sensor.

11. A 3-dimensional image display method, using an ultra-
sonic image, comprising:
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transmitting/receiving ultrasonic signals to/from an object

to be examined via an ultrasonic probe;

constructing an ultrasonic tomographic image of the object

using the received ultrasonic signals;

displaying the ultrasonic image;

constructing a 3-dimensional image using a plurality of

ultrasonic tomographic images obtained when the ultra-
sonic probe is moved in a direction orthogonal to the
ultrasonic tomographic image;

setting the ultrasonic probe moving direction of either a

first direction, on a basis of the tomographic image dis-
played on a screen, which is orthogonal to the tomo-
graphic image, or a second direction which is opposite
from the first direction; and

controlling an arrangement order of the plurality of ultra-

sonic tomographic images in the constructed 3-dimen-
sional image, in accordance with the set ultrasonic probe
moving direction.

12. The 3-dimensional image display method of claim 11,
further comprising displaying the constructed 3-dimensional
image and controlling the direction of the displayed 3-dimen-
sional image in accordance with the set ultrasonic probe
moving direction.

13. The 3-dimensional image display method of claim 11,
further comprising inputting the moving direction of the
ultrasonic probe.

14. The 3-dimensional image display method of claim 11,
further comprising:

constructing a 3-dimensional image by storing in a 3-di-

mensional image space the plurality of ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images obtained along with the movement ofthe
ultrasonic probe in a time-series sequence when the
moving direction of the ultrasonic probe is same as a
line-of-sight direction with respect to the screen of a
display; and

constructing a 3-dimensional image by storing in the 3-di-

mensional image space the plurality of ultrasonic tomo-
graphic images obtained along with the movement ofthe
ultrasonic probe in a reverse order of the time-series
sequence when the moving direction is opposite to the
line-of-sight direction with respect to the screen.

15. The 3-dimensional image display method of claim 11,
further comprising:

storing a moving direction mark image which indicates the

moving direction of the ultrasonic probe as an orienta-
tion image; and

displaying the orientation image along with the ultrasonic

image.
16. The 3-dimensional image display method of claim 15,
further comprising:
detecting positional information of the ultrasonic probe in
a real space; and

displaying position and orientation of the ultrasonic probe
and the set moving direction of the ultrasonic probe on
the orientation image showing an examination object, on
the basis of the positional information.

17. The 3-dimensional image display method of claim 16,
further comprising displaying on the orientation image a
movement mark indicating a range and/or the direction that
the ultrasonic probe moved, on the basis of the positional
information.



